Information and communication technology is increasingly the means by which people relate to one another and engage in complex social activities. As a result the design of the interaction that we have with computers is no longer just about human-computer interaction. The computer is now the mediator of many forms of human-human interaction and effective designs for such systems must take account of the cultural settings in which these interactions take place. The human activities that the technology is now supporting are often complex social phenomena: they range, for example, from companies conducting their business in a global economy by connecting staff in 'virtual organisations' around the world; to consumers engaging in electronic shopping; to people engaging in new forms of shared activity through social networking sites.
A technology that supports complex social activity is a socio-technical system. On May 30 th 2008 the British Computer Society Specialist Groups on Interaction and on Sociotechnical Systems held a joint meeting in London to discuss interaction design in the light of the socio-technical systems the technology is now supporting. This special edition includes many of the papers presented at the meeting, two further papers will be published in the following journal edition-Dunckley et al., plus Oussena and French. The papers discuss a striking array of different systems that support human communities from,
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for example, systems to help students enjoy the exhibits in a museum (Kampf) to communication systems to support communities in Kenya (Dunckley et al). The papers are based on a range of different theoretical foundations that guide their analysis and design activities. It is a challenging task to understand and analyse the forms of human society that are now beginning to flower as a result of the rich communications that can now be enjoyed in the virtual world. Even more challenging is the task of designing in this rapidly changing environment. Fortunately, what the papers show is that we have some very substantial theoretical foundations coming from a variety of disciplines to guide our work. Although many theoretical frameworks are represented in the papers, there are three that most closely link socio-technical systems and interaction design, represented here by the three papers of Eason; Beale; and Morch in this edition .
The concept of a 'socio-technical system' has been prominent in the study of work organisations for over 50 years. Begun at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in London in the 1950s the concept arose as a result of attempts to understand the human and organisational impact of technical change, at the time the mechanisation of work processes in work places such as weaving mills and coal mines. It evolved to consider work organisation issues arising from the computer revolution, for example in the work i of Enid Mumford (1993) . In his paper, Ken Eason presents the major concepts in socio-technical systems theory arising from this tradition and reviews their relevance for a world of virtual work. One important aspect of this approach is that, although it is an approach expressly concerned with socio-technical design, it has been seen historically as more about the design of work organisation and less about the design of the technical system. By contrast, the work most closely associated with the technical design of interaction is the discipline of human-computer interaction. Much of the preoccupation of designers has been in usability design; ensuring that the computer can be used easily and effectively by its user population regardless of their knowledge of computers. From its starting place in designing for the individual user, human-computer interaction has moved on to be concerned with forms of interaction to support multiple users, most notably in the CSCW movement which has created forms of interaction for computer supported cooperative work. In his paper, Russell Beale takes as his starting point the need to move on from what is often the preoccupation in focusing on usability to considering how interaction design should take wider account of the social setting in which users are interacting. He introduces 'slanty design' as a way of working more comprehensively with non-usability issues and, for example, is preoccupied with the way a system might not allow users to do things that are socially unacceptable, introducing an concept of anti-usability to fit alongside that of usability.
Sociological, socio-cultural and ethnographical studies have made a great contribution to our understanding of the role of technology in society and studies have shown the inadequacies of models that concern themselves only with how technology shapes society. Researchers of the sociology of technology, for example, Bijker (1995) , Latour (1986) and Woolgar (1991) , have demonstrated the ways in which there is a 'social construction of technology' and that new forms of social interaction emerge in the wake of technical change. This raises many questions about whether, when and how socio-technical systems design can take place. In common with the other approaches, there is a strong commitment in this tradition to participative design, ensuring that the voices of user community can be heard in the design process. In his paper in this special edition Anders Morch is concerned with the contribution that this tradition can make to the very early stages of design. He takes the view that the social sciences offer many theories that could provide the fundamental rationale for a technical system. He advocates a process in which, at the beginning of any design process, the question of a relevant social science model is examined using as an example the development of the Janus system based on Donald Schon's Theory of Reflective Action.
In another of our special edition papers, Potts uses Actor Network Theory to make visible the connections between the participants and technologies in a socio-technical ecosystem, using this approach to drive the derivation of some guidelines for design that take account of these issues. Skågeby analyses conflicts that arise in online social media and these can be used to understand user experience and inform interaction design. By using online ethnographic approaches, he investigates friction on a music sharing site -Soulseek, in a photo-sharing site, -Flickr, and in a social sharing site-Facebook. These instances and their incidents are relevant because they often highlight, and challenge, the social relationships that are being mediated by these technologies.
Project management as an inherent process in socio-technical design is considered in Kampf's paper. She emphases especially the challenges faced by design teams in connecting technology design and the context of use, including how decisions with socio-technical implications are made at the project planning stage. Oussena and French (in IJSKD's next edition) demonstrate how a socio-technical perspective can be applied to software engineering when specifying the interaction between systems and users. This is achieved by showing how use cases can be validated against the organisational and workgroup setting in which the system will reside. Dunckley et al. share a similar concern to that of Kampf, when looking at the design process in inter-cultural settings. They investigate how the contrasting social and community issues of both the developers and the users can both be understood and managed.
There are many controversies and differences of perspective in the varied contributions offered in these papers; these concern how we understand and interpret what is happening as people explore the possibilities of an increasingly technologymediated world; and the rapid growth of virtual spaces. There are especially different views about the implications for design, both interaction design and the design of socio-technical systems. However, all of the approaches are tackling the same basic questions -how to understand the human, technical, cultural and organisational issues associated with a world in which social relationships are mediated by technology; and what the implications are for designing systems, both the forms of interaction, and the socio-technical systems they support.
While it would be difficult to obtain a single definition of what a socio-technical perspective entails and what it means for the design of interaction, we hope you find the papers in this special issue, and future issues, provocative and a useful staring point for the understanding of how technology can be made more supportive of human interaction. We welcome your comments on these papers and the start of a conversation with our readers about the issues surrounding socio-technical design and our increasingly virtual world.
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